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Standish O'Grady: Unknown Force Behind
the Irish Literary Renaissance

The man whom W.B. Yeats claimed started the Irish Literary
Renaissance was born in 1846 in County Cork to a Protestant clergyman and small landowner.

Standish James O'Grady came from a family

of gentlemen who had an aristocratic bias and a dislike for
aemocracy.

He was part of the Ascendancy; Protestant, upper-class,

and Unionist.

These people were in Ireland, but not of it.

Knew nothing of Irish history, tradition, or literature.

They

Standish

O'Grady was well on his way to remaining part of this legacy.
de graduated from Trinity College in 1868,
called to the Bar in 1872.

studied law and was

However, his path took an entirely

different route after a chance encounter with Sylvester O'Halloran's
17'78

text of the History of Ireland. This book along withSugene

O'Curry's Lectures on the Manuscri t Materials of Ancient Irish
History and Manners and Customs of the Ancient Irish had a profound
effect on O'Grady's worldview and future works.

With these texts,

O'Grady was allowed into a world unknown to him and those of his
class; the world of ancient Irish legend and culture.
O'Grady decided to write a comprehensive history of Ireland
relating the tales of the ancient Irish heroes and their deeds.
He wrote the History of Ireland. Volumes I and II in order to
enlighten the Irish public to their vast heroic and cultural Gaelic
tradition.
Heroic Age.

O'Grady idealized and idolized the image of the Irish
He considered this age superior to that of the

Classical Greeks due to the lack of polish in the Irish stories.
Irish history was a diamond in the rough -- pure, with deeper

2

sentiment and tenderness.

.

It was this idealized vision of the

Heroic Age that so greatly influenced the writers of the Irish
Literary Renaissance.

The discovery of this rich Irish culture

was like a peasant discovering he was descended from kings.
Although O'Grady's works had a small impact on the general Irish
public, the influence he wielded with the writers of the literary
Renaissance was quite strong.
This influence had as much to do with O'Grady's style as it
did with his content.

O'Grady tried to maKe art out of history.

He used both imagination and knowledge in this task much in the
same manner as Carlyle in The French Revolution.

O'Grady called

his method "the reduction to its artistic elements of the whole
of that heroic history taken together, viewing it always in the

.

light shed by discoveries of modern archaelogians,

frequently

using the actual language of the bards, and as much as possible
their

style

and

general

character

of

expressionfL

U'larcus

20).

O'Grady wished to combine the scientific elements of historical
fact along with those elements which would make his histories
a "good story."

Both of these elements combine to allow O'Grady

to relate the legends in an historical context.
The challenge that faced O'Grady in compiling an historical
account of the ancient Irish tradition was formidable.

The stories

he was translating had come down through the centuries in fragments
with many versipns of the same story.

He first had to separate

the varied and contradictory accounts to find the one "true" story.
He then used this one account as his historical base.

.

O'Grady

was attracted

to two extreme

treatments

of these

stories; scholarly respect and imaginative improvement.

ancient

In regards

,
i.

3
to sCholarly respect, he used the historical facts he gathered,

.

especially from O'Curry's Eanners and Customs, to set an historical
framework.

He then added and changed elements of the stor~es to

make them of more interest and to reflect his own emphasis on
honor and truth.

He also made these changes as a means to fill

gaps left by the surviving texts.

These differences came in the

form of expanding the characterizations

of minor figures, as well

as changing the treatment of major figures.

For example, he omited

the various sexual encounters experienced by the heroes in order
for their loose morals to be hidden from the modern reader.

It

was from this moral prudishness coupled with his desire to improv£
the texts artistically

that the textual changes sprung.

O'Grady

also decided to include the prosaic aspects of the ancient Irish

.

culture which had been omited from the previous historical works.
He wanted, to introduc e "boldly
country"

(Harcus

26).

the ancient

He related

the material,

political aspects of the ancient country.
a representation

ci viliza tion of the
social,

and

His intent was to give

of Irish history, although it was ultimately

colored by his emphasis on "art as history."
O'Grady, whose education had been steeped in Classical literature,
chose the epic style to relate the heroes' tales.

For example, in

the tales of C~ Chulainn there is involvement of deities in
human affairs, a catalog of forces, war conferences, and battle scenes.
The heroics of C~ Chulainn was only one of the sections

O'Grady dealt with in his works.
divided into three categories:

.

1) Tuatha De Danann, (2) the Eed

Branch Cycle, and (3) the exploits
Fianna.

Basically, the History can be

of Fionn

IvlacCumhaill

and the

O'Grady, himself, was most interested in the tales of

Cu Chulainn.

4
As mentioned earlier there

.

w.§-s

not a big audience

for 0' Grady's

History, so he decided to put the history in a novel form to reach
a wider audience.

He wrote a trilogy on Cu Chulainn, but the

novels were published too far apart (1894-1920).
this time spread they had little impact.

Because of

His History ended up

being his most influential work.
As O'Grady became more immersed in the tales of Ancient
Ireland he became more aware of his lam's culture and history.
He also began to think of his social class, the Ascendancy, in
even grander terms.

O'Grady saw the Irish past as a "prophecy

Df the future" (harcus 59).

The images of heroes and their

deeds in the past led him to conceive of a similarly noble and
heroic role for the "ruling" class of the present.
The problem O'Grady encountered with his grandiose view of

.

Ireland'~ Ascendancy

came from their inability and/or unwillingness

to ta~e an interest in Ireland.

More and more of the landlords

in lreland were becoming absentee and the lower-class peasants
were fighting to regain control of their land.

O'Grady grew

dismayed over the landlord's interest in wealth over charity.
He became politically involved in order to spur the landlords
on into some sort of protective action again£t the peasantry.
O'Grady wanted to inspire them to protect themselves as a class.
After all, he was one of them and he was also a Unionist.
O'Grady wrote pamphlets and even included imaginary fables in his
History to illustrate what would happen if the aristocracy lost
their land to the up and coming noveau riche.

.

In 1886,

he wrote

a pamphlet entitled TorYism & the Tory Democracy wherein he called
for a form of feudalism to end the landlords' problems.

5
However, the Ascendancy ignored all~is

.

In 1896,

warnings.

the British government realized they had overtaxed

Ireland by millions of pounds.

O'Grady took up the tax reparation

as a cause and in the course of his attempts to unite the Irish
people of all classes to fight for their money, he began to
sound lik~ a Fenian.

However, his loyalties always remained

Unionist, thus, he became known as the Fenian Unionist.
revolutionary

His

tendencies came out in the principles he asserted

for the All-Ireland
for the taxation.

movement, a group working to obtain reparation
O'Grady was convinced that only by uniting all

,the peoples of Ireland could they make a stand against the British
government.

.

The principles of the organization were:

"The All-Ireland

movement

1) The Imperial

Parliament,

yields

to. Justice

2) Ireland

united

is governed

by two laws:

in its dealings

but always

to Force.

is Ireland

irrestible"

with

(Hagan

they are these

Ireland,

never

170).

O'Grady was not calling for violent acts but his assertions had
more influence on the Fenian movement than he realized.
Eventually O'Grady became disillusioned by the Ascendancy and
their inability to unite and care for the other classes in
Ireland.

He began to advocate communistic agricultural

based on the barter system and Guild Socialism.

programs

He began to

see the lower classes as the progenitors of his Utopian Ireland,
the inheritors. of heroes' epics, rather than the Ascendancy.
Although his political crusade created little action it had a great
effect on the Irish imagination, always the prime spot for O'Grady's

.

influence.

6
Since O'Grady's worKS were no~well-known

.

to the Irish

public, his true effect can be measured by his influence on the
writers of the Irish Literary Renaissance.

He gave these writers

of the 1880's and 1890's and early 1900's a revelation of their
impressive national heritage and provided them with a "national,"
non-partisan subject matter about which to write.

Perhaps the

person

Yeats.

influenced

most

by O'Grady's

works

became the champion of O'Grady's worKS.

was W.B.

Yeats

He publicized them and

included O'Grady's The Bog of stars in his New Irish Library.
As Yeats became a more marketable writer he made a determined
effort to keep O'Grady within the movement and provide him with
writing opportunities and an audience.
Standish O'Grady might well be the least-known, most influential

.

writer in Irish literature.

The many writers in the Irish Literary

Renaissance admittedly owed him a debt for his discovery of their
collective, cultural past.

His effect is best described by the

most famous of his readers,

Vi. B .

Yeats.

Yeats recalled that many men had come to
'repeat to themselves like poets' rhymes
certain famous passages from his (O'Grady's)
political writings, and he also suggested
the larger significance
of O'Grady's work
in this area~ all around us people talked
or wrote~for
victory's sake, and were

hated for their victories

-

but here was

a man whose rage was a swan-song over all
that he had held most dear, and to whom for
that very reason every Irish imaginative

writer owed a portion of his soul.

.

(Marcus 76).
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Synge was the latecomer in the Irish Literary Renaissance
treat

.

tale

the

Deirdre

and

both

story.

A~ and

Lady

Yeats

Gregory

had written

~o

had already

translated

plays

the tragic beauty.

about

the

But for Synge the past was of little interest, only the present
His desire in his plays ,was to "incorporate the

mattered.

present

(as something that had never happened before) into the past (as

something in which the

present had

As a result,

time

up to

the

happened be fore)

,11

(Deane

Synge began work on Deirdre

55).

of the

Sorrows he had always disdained the use of ancient Celtic hero
myths as bases for literary works.

He visualized the heroes as

passionate people from the west of Ireland.

Synge was only inspired

to write a Deirdre play because Lady Gregory's treatment of the
story appealed to him.

She showed him the possibility of making

persons from the past reselttie
heroes.

.

modern

peasants

and

still

remain

For Synge this was a perfect union as his version of a

hero had always been the

primitive Irish peasant in western Ireland.

Synge's desire ~as to deal synchronically with the

reality

of

2

contemporary

.

Irish

life.

I,dth De--irdre of

the

Sorrows,

his

intent

was not to create a "spring-dayish Cuchulainoid drama," as his
contemporaries

treated the Celtic myths, but to change the ancient

characters into western peasants (Greene 158).
Synge indicated that his treatment of the Deirdre myth would
be different

from A~'s

and Yeats',

and he was right.

Deirdre beg~ns near the end of the actual story.

Yeat~'

Deidre and her

husband, Naisi, have already returned to Ireland to meet with
King Conchubor.

Little mention is made of the events precipitating

the confrontation
of the two lovers.

of Conchubor and Naisi and the ultimate deaths
The tone of the play is surreal and symbolic,

reminiscent of Strindberg.
read to a child.

It reads like a bedtime story being

It is as if Yeats took the story and put it into

dramatic form with no interest in creating a realistic mood or any

.

well-roun,ded
while

Naisi

charac ters.
and Conchubor

Deirdre

are merely

needed for the play to progress.
symbols, however.
the moldy
revenge

bread

rather

remains

an historical

flat emblematic

stereotype

conventions

Yeats does make effective use of

The flagon full of cobwebs instead of wine and

show Conchubor's
than his stated

true intentions
purpose

of welcome.

most telling symbol, however, is the chessboard.

of murder

and

'Perhaps the

As Deirdre and

Naisi move the pieces while waiting for their death, the audience
realizes the overall game that is being played by Conchubor with
Deirdre, NaisiJ and Fergus as the chessmen.
"hile Yeats' play is just a retelling of the myth, Synge's
treatment goes much deeper.

.

resembles a realistic,

Synge creates a Deirdre whose character

flesh and blood woman.

her fate, her willfulness,

Her acceptance of

her anger, and her fear of aging serve

3
to make the audience sympathize ~nd relate to the character.
4It

Synge is also more adept at creating a mood for his play probably
due to his greater experience with the folk-drama form.

The thunder

and storming at the beginning of the play instantly make the
audience apprehensive,

enabling it to be brought into the play

much easier that Yeats does.. It is ironic that Synge is the artist
capable of drawing his audience into the action and letting them
experience the sorrow since it is Synge who is described as the
ultimate observer (Masefield 13).
ll'lal<;:es
his

audienc

e

ultimate

Thus, the ultimate observer

participants.

Another area in which Yeats and Synge

is in regards

di f fer

to Deirdre's cursed fate. Yeats barely even mentions
Deirdre's
fated nature and the havoc she will wreak on Ireland.
His play
is the story of two lovers who would rather die than be separated.
4It

Yeats pre.sents a love story where the lovers are in control of
their own destiny, not playthings at the hands of fate.

Naisi

attacks Conchubor and is captured and killed, but it is Naisi who
makes this decision.
for love.

And it is Deirdre's decision to kill herself

No mention is made of an uncontrollable

fate present

in their lives.
Synge's Deirdre, on the other hand, is very aware o£ her fate
and its eventual efEct on her life and those surrounding her.
In fact it is this fate which she comes to terms with by going back
to Ireland wit~ Naisi and facing Conchubor.

"There's little pOwer

in oaths to stop what's coming," she notes, "and little power in
what I'd do, Lavarcham, to change the story of Conchubor and
Naisi

4It

and

the things

old men

foretold, II (Synge

248).

fate which causes the sorrow noted in the title.

It is this

Synge only

4
increases the tragedy of Deirdre and Naisi by letting their lives
4It

be subject to an uncontrollable and unpredictable destiny.

Synge's Deirdre never had a choice in her life. She had always
been controlled in her life, first by Conchubor and then by her
fate.

Never had she the free will of Yeats' Deirdre and thus Synge's

interpretation
Vv'
hen

is made all the more tragic.

Synge was writing Deirdre of the Sorrows he was in the

last stages of his illness and knew that he would soon die.

His

anger over his illness and how it was cutting his life short found
its way into his plays.

John ~~sefield, a friend of Synge remarked,

'I
His relish of savagery made me feel that he was a dying man
clutching at life, and clutching most wildly at a violent life
as a sick man does," (22).

The Deirdre story was an appropriate

final plot for Synge to use as the tale itself has a violent nature.
4It

Its brutality results from Synge's resentment of the restraints
his illness had put on his weak body (Boyd 330).
The other reason Synge employed violence in his plays was
to enhance the romantic prim:Ltivism of his characters.

He

actually viewed the violence of the peasantry in a romantic light.
In the wildness and savagery of the peasants and their life,
Synge saw the vitality of a civilization that had all but disappeared
through moral codification

(Watson 54).

The savagery of Conchubor

takes place in a world without morals, and the only law is that
of the king.

.The fights in these times were for survival and

pride, not moral prescription.

The Deirdre story provided a perfect

encapsulement of what Synge wanted to show his audience.
Interesting to note about the treatment of violence in the
4It

two versions is that once again Yeats provides a sanitized version

5
while Synge concentrates on stomacn-wrenching

.

Yeats'

Deirdre

the two deaths,

shock value.

l\faisiand Deirdre,

occur

without sound effects and are reported to the audience.

In

offstage

Yeats

does not seem to want to mar his love story with blood and
unpleasantness.

Synge,

on the other

hand,

provides

the audience

with four separate violent acts, three of which happen onstage.
First, the spy, Owen, kills himself onstage, then Naisi and his
brothers are murdered in battle.

The war scene occurs offstage,

but the burning of Bmain is visible in the background.

Finally,

Deirdre's distraught suicide is performed for all to see and share
in the tragedy.

This device allows the audience to become more

and more involved with the action and the characters, and, in the
end, leaves the viewers profoundly affected.

.

Synge's illness

made him all the more aware of death and the shortness of
life.

If the audience did not recognize his constant repetition

of Deirdre's desire to die young rather than to age, then they
would surely understand the concept after seeing Deirdre kill
herself rather than grow old with Conchubor.

The play provided

Synge with a catharsis to work out anger over his illness, a
catharsis unneeded by Yeats.
Significantly,

the concept od dying young to prevent old age

is treated only in Synge's version of the story.

Its use is

obviously influenced by his impending death but also by his
belief that IIprimitive" feelings or enhancements are released in
the young by the death of the old.

If these young people who

were recipients of these basic feelings then died young, they would

.

never lose the "simple," good basic feelings or knowledge.
young could never grow to be jaded and world-weary

The

(Deane 51).

6

.

Synge uses Deirdre to make a case f0r dying young and retaining
the innocence of youth.

It almost seems as if he is justifying

to himself his own early death and the lirrited time he had been
able to create.

There are many examples of this beleif in the play

but three stand out particularly:
Deirdre: I've dread going or staying, Lavarcham.
It's lonesome this place, having happiness like
ours, till I'm asking each day will this day
match yesterday, and will tomorrow take a good
place beside the same day in the year that's
gone, and wondering all times is it a game worth
playing, living on until you're dried and old,
and our joy is gone for ever.
(248)
Deirdre: It should be a sweet thing to have what
is best and richest, if it's for a short space.loniy.
Naisi: And we've a short space only to be
triumphant and brave.
(245).
All three quotes emphasize that perhaps it is better: to have

.

joy for a short time than a life on eventual melancholy.

This

idea is reinforced by the Irish belief in the "other-worldll
thus, Deirdre and Naisi may die on the earthly plane but they will
live together in joy after death.

This romanticization

of death

continues, for one thing, to explain the IRA's devotion to their
battle against the British.
been

viewing

death

through

One might say that the Irish have
"rose-colored

glassesll for centuries.

The conflict between youth and age plays a central role in
both plays.

The age difference between Conchubor and Deirdre, for

instance, puts their relationship on a father-child level rather
than lover-lover.

It is this age gap which worries Conchubor and

increases his hatred for the young

.

l\Jaisi.

The

emphasis

placea in

both plays on Conchubor's age is a reminder that

lIadulthood"

viewed by way of rules --

This

lIyouth,

II

by feelings.

is

conflict

7

gives the social victory to age bu~ the existential victory to

.

youth (~eane 53).
Synge's heroes are the young who cannot exist within society's
boundaries because of their heroism.

He emphasized the failure

of heroism to society and vice versa, not the failure of heroism
to itself (Deane 53).
of its unwillingness

For Synge, society became the villain because
to accept the peasant heroes in his plays.

His disgust for the public's inability to understand his plays
is refletted in Deirdre of the Sorrows.

The heroism displayed

by Deirdre in her choice of death rather than to be subject to
I

Conchubor's community is rejected by that very society.
along

with

tile Deirdre

character,

is misunderstood

Synge,

by society.

Deirdre chooses death while Synge chooses to live with the peasants

.

of western Ireland in their simple society.
As m~ntioned earlier, Synge models Deirdre on the peasantry
of western

Ireland.

He vvanted to make

the character

"real"

with

the simple values and the underlying savagery that belong to
those people.Sssentially,

he was escaping the manners of the

bourgeoisie society literally and through his plays.

His hatred

for the middle-class and their inability to understand the artistic
value of what was being presented to them is evident in the
explicitly anti-societal

behavior displayed by his play's characters.

Deirdre'sc:desire to live the simple life rather than enter the
court

setting

a-t l~main, for instance,

forces

to join with Naisi and reject Conchubor.

her into her decision

Court life would compromise

Deirdre and she prefers to live a rugged existence in a distant

.

land rather than join Emain as queen.

Her wish is evident in her

8
opening scene with Conchubor:

.

Conchubor: And it's that way you're picking
up the manners will fit you to be ,~ueen of
Ulster?
Deirdre: I have no wish to be a queen.
Conchubor: What we all need is a place is
safe and splendid, and it's that you'll
get

at

.8main.

Deirdre: I will not be your queen in Lmain.
lihen it's my pleasure to be having my freedom
on the edges of the hills.
(a3'lD.
Unlike Synge, Yeats' emphasis in his Deirdre is not so
strongly placed on Deirdre's simplicity or on the evil that ~main
society represents.

Again, Yeats means to present a love story

not a drama of social relevancy.

This seems to be the key to

unlocking the difference of the two pla~vright's treatments.
Yeats presents a simple play retelling a tragie but simple myth.

.

He does not emphasize great social failings or glorify the death
of youth.'

His play merely

presents

a story where

two lovers

die

for their love and accept that they will be together in death.
Synge, on the other hand, made his version of the story much more
complex.

Keeping the love story plot, he added social commentary

and lashed out at his own diseased body.
was a much more personal experience.

For Synge, the play

It provided him with a chance

to set down for the last time his feelings on life, love, and
the two Irish societies in which he lived.

Finishing the play

became an urgent need for Synge; for Yeats, the Deirdre legend
and the play he based on it were merely part of a long history of

Irish myths that he brought to the public eye~

.

.
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~lother Godesses Are Alive and Well and Living in Dublin:
O'Casey's Juno
Within every culture personas develop that, for good or bad,
become part of the culture's image.
is the strong Irish woman/mother.

In Ireland one such figure
She is the one who bears the

burden for her family usually without reward or recognition.
This stereotype developed from the ancient cults of the mother
gQddessffiwho SUpposedly populated Ireland during the time of the
Heroes.

These goddesses and their characteristics

have been

utilized by Irish artists for centuries, heavily contributing
to this strong Irish woman image.

Sean O'Casey is an author

who employs" this particular type in his play Juno and the PaYCOCK,
but with a noticeable addition.

.

.

For Juno symbolizes a modern

mother gOddess
living in Dublin's slums with modern Dublin problems.
,
The Celtic mother goddesses of Irish mythology were of two
different types.

There were goddesses responsible

over childbirth and marriages.
of Crunnchu,

protect

women

for watching

These gOddesses, like Macha, wife

at fue time of childbirth

and were

worshipped in order to guarantee the fruitfulness of marriage.
The gOddesses, however, could also be warrior-dominators,
~ilachathe Red,

figures.

who manipulated

wars and subjugated

like

weak male

These warrior goddesses were also very sexual beings.

Although the mother and warrior aspects
can be seen as separate
types of gOddesses, the characteristics
merged at some point in
history to form the complete mother
goddess figure who could be
both loving and maternal and violent and vengeful.
represented

this complete

deity

best.

Queen Maeve

I'Jaevewas the true power

2

.

of Connacht and it was she who le~ her troops against Cu Chulainn
in the Cattle Raid of Cooley.

Maeve became the prototype for

the modern mother goddess figure or Irish literature -- the leader
and the lover.

Juno Boyle in Juno and the Paycock is a cross between a
modern Maeve and a modern Cathleen ni Houlihan, the mother gOddess
used as a depictiQn of Ireland.
of this archetype.

Juno is a realistic depiction

O'Casey, like John Millington Syne, concentrated

his plays on the realism of Irish peasant life.

O'Casey, as

one critic has noted, IIhas the myth maKer's great gift of discerning
archetypal

characters and situations, of distilling from everyday

elements a quintessence

of life far superior to the products of any

documentary form of realismll (Armstrong <}). O'Casey's use of

.

realistic characters emphasizes just how strongly imbedded the
strong Irish woman image is in Irish culture.

He uses strong

women characters to contrast with the weaK, vain men he saw in his
modern Ireland.

He portrays the battle of the sexes in nis plays

with the women figures dominating and conquering the men.

O'Casey

recognized the plight of women, like Juno, who had to support the
family

while

corner pub.

husbands

were

dreaming

with

their

IImatesllat the

Juno is based on O'Casey's own mother wh supported

the family after his father died.

Her strength and optimism

inspired O'Casey and helped him recognize these attributes in
other Irish women.
Juno and the Paycock can be read as a play about a war's
effects on a family.

.

The Boyle family divides and disintegrates

just like Ireland in the Anglo-Irish war.
of the Die-Hard fa~ion

Johnny, a former member

of the IRA, lOBt an arm in battle and was

3

.

partially crippled.

His self-rmposed exile in his room signals

his inability to deal with the war and his participation.

He

represents the people of Ireland who want to forget the Troubles
and its effects.

Mary is a social climber who aims to escape the

slums for a better life.
is the method she chooses.
compromised-of

the play.

Her affair with Bentham, an Englishman,
~~ry becomes the compromiser and the
Her involvement with an ~nglishman seems

perfect to accomplish her goals of upward mobility, even if he is
English.
another

But she is left pregnant, unmarried, and poor.
example

perhaps.)

of ~ngland

literally

IIscrewing over"

(Just

Ireland,

Captain Jack Boyle, the PaycocK of the title, spends his

time drinking, reminiscing, and avoiding work.

Captain Boyle

symbolizes everything wrong with Irish men.

.

Amidst this less than idyllic family life stands Juno Boyle,
the rock of stability in a sea of turmoil.

IIJuno is the plain

foundation of the play -- the tired, bustling, tefiacious mother
of a heedless family, doing her duty loyally according to her
standards of decency" (Atkinson 79).

O'Casey's intention in this

war story was to show that women suffer as much from the ravages of
war as the male soldiers.

He destroys the illusion of the brave

soldier leaving his wife to fight for Cathleen ni Houlihan.
In fact, his wife is probably more representative of the strong
Cathleen than the sentimental patriotism ascribed to by the IRA.
~len make the war while women bury the dead.

This point is driven

home in the modern Dublin keen given by Juno after Johnny has been
murdered by his own Die-Hard comrades.

.

4
what was the pain I suffered, JOhnny, bringin'
you into the world to carry you to your cradle,
to the pains I'll suffer carryin' you out 0'
the world to bring you to your grave! ~:other
0' God, Mother 0' God, have pity on us all!
Blessed Virgin, where were you when me
darlin' son was riddled with bullets, when
me darlin' son was riddled with bullets?
Sacred Heart 0' Jesus, take away our hearts
0' stone, and give us hearts 0' flesh!
Take away this murdherin' hate, an' give us
Thine own eternal love!
(87)

.

Juno stands alone as the universal mother in wartime.
There is an interesting sidenote to Juno's representation
as a mother goddess.
~n fact, women.

In Irish myth the gods of slaughter were,

There existed no Irish male counterpart to

I'larsor Aries, just the image of the woman warrior goddess. (Sjoestedt 92).
This goddess of war is in stark contrast to O'Casey's Juno and
her genre in Irish literature.

.

.

In modern Ireland the men were

associated with the killing while the women were left to deal with
the after-effects.

It seems that the maternal aspect of the

ancient goddesses survived in a stronger and more pervasive form.
The only warrior dimension to Juno was her domination of her
husband, a frequent joke between the Captain and Joxer, his drinking

bUddy.
Boyle: Sit down an' have a cup 0' tay, Joxer.
Joxer: I'm afraid the missus ud pop in on us agen
before we'd know where we are. Somethin's
tellin' me to go at wanst.
Boyle: Don't be superstitious man ... though

if she did come in, right enough, we'd be
caught like rats in a thrap.

(22).

Juno does not limit herself to trying to curb Boyle's drinking.
His constant avoidance of work is also a sore spot in the marriage.

5
Ah, then, me boyo, you'd do far more work with
a knife an' fork than ever you'll do with a J.
shovel! If there was e'er a genuine job goin'
you'd be dh'other walf about -- not able to lift
your arms with the pain in your legs[ Your
poor wife slavin' to keep the bit in your mouth,
an' you gallivantin' about all day like a paycock!

.

Juno's outburst is an example of another O'Casey female
characteristic

-- feet set firmly

"The Vlomen in O'Casey's
are

dreamers

by default"

in reality.

plays are realists
(Krause

75).

essentially realistic human terms.

Juno

As one critic

by necessity,
needs

notes,

the men

to see life in

Her priorities are putting food

on the table and a roof overhead, not socializing at the pub
or losing lives for a revolutionary

principle. "Yis; an' when

I go into oul' Murphy's tomorrow an' he gets to know that, instead
0' payin' all, I'm goin' to borry more, what'll he say when I

.

tell him a principle's a principle'? What' 11 we do if he refuses
to give us.any more on tick'?" (7).
loyalty, courage, and charity.

Juno is a symbol 0 f faith,

She lives by reality out of necessity

and points out the uselessness of living by abstract principles
principles do not put food on the table, and they do get people killed.
In this emphasis on realistic outcomes, Juno obtains the
wisdom and sympathy of her classical namesake.

The classical

Juno was patron goddess of mothers, childbirth, and families.
She was the mother goddess of the ancient Romans.

She, like

O'Casey's counterpart, had to keep her home intact while her husband
"gallivanted."

.

The ancient Juno was just as intent on keeping her

family afloat during hard times as the modern version, and her
methods could be just as harsh.

.

Both Junos were neither complete

heroines nor complete villains, but a combination of both.
This blending of good and evil was also a characteristic

of the

6

.

Irish mother goddesses.
elements to survive.

The Juno-of O'Casey's play needs both

her reprisals of the Captain are meant to

force him into productive action while her attempts to care for
shell-shocked Johnny and pregnant hary emphasize

her protective

mother aspect.
It is this image of Juno the protectress that remains at
the end of the play.

Her inability to keep Johnny from his deadly

fate weighs heavily on her shoulders.
in front

of the Virgin

of the play,

Johnny's

When the candle goes out

I!;ary's statue,

the other

fate is sealed.

Neither

protective
mother

mother

is able

to protect Johnny from death, and this event forces Juno into
her decision

to leave

her husband

the child on their own.

.

have
it'll

no father,
have

and go with

IVlaryto raise

When ~~ry complains that her child will

Juno responds,

two mothers'! (86).

"It'll

have what's

Thus , what

hope

__

far better

for humanity

there

is at the end of the play is due to the courage of the women.
i'Against the vanity and moral bankruptcy of the masculine
characters, O'Casey elevates the mother-figure when Juno plans
to work for I"laryand her unborn child" (Armstrong 12-13).
Juno is the modern version of the ancient mother goddess
stereotype; at the end of the play she stays true to her form.
She takes up her burdens, places them squarely on her shoulders,
leaves behind her jester, and goes forth to face her new reality.

.

List of Works Cited

8-

Armstrong, ~illiam
1967.

A. Sean O'Casey.

daRin, Doris.
1976.

O'Casey.

Krause,

David.

Mac~illan

Sean

Sean O'Casey
Publishing

Harlow,

New York:

-

Co.,

Essex:

Frederick

Longman

Ungar

Group

Publishing

Ltd.,
Co.,

The Man and His Works. New York:
Inc.,

197~.

O'Casey, Sean. "Juno and the Paycock." The Complete Plays of Sean
Volume
One.
London:
f'lacfviillan London
Ltd.,
1949.
o Casey.
'

O'Eiordan,
Ltd.,

John. A Guide
1984.

to O'Casey's

Plays.

Sjoestedt,
Marie-Louise.
Gods and Heroes
Dillon. Berkeley, CA: Turtle Island

.

.

London:

fJiadlillan Press

of the Celts. Trans.
Foundation,
1982.

I'lyles

